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Alexandra Carlile

A Tale of Triumph
Amidst Tragedy
C-Section in Furini’s The Birth of Benjamin and
the Death of Rachel

D

espite being “one of the leading Florentine
painters of the first half of the seventeenth century,” Francesco
Furini is not well known today, and one of his least-discussed
works is The Birth of Benjamin and the Death of Rachel (1632). While this
painting initially appears only to offer a seventeenth-century representation of a biblical narrative, closer examination reveals an unprecedented
reference to the newly-popular caesarean section procedure. Furini’s
reference came at a time when long-existing superstitions continued
to challenge new scientific discovery. Previously, little research on this
painting has been done, and art historians have not connected the piece’s
iconographical implications to its medical context, but the connection
is critical. Despite acknowledging the potential tragedy of a C-section,
Francesco Furini’s The Birth of Benjamin and the Death of Rachel argues in
favor of performing C-sections on living women by focusing on the mother’s ultimate triumph of birth.
Furini’s The Birth of Benjamin and the Death of Rachel (Fig. 1) depicts an
ornate birth scene from the biblical book of Genesis. The painting depicts
three female birth attendants and one man, presumably Rachel’s husband
Jacob, who helps hold her up on the birth chair. The painting includes
opulently decorated birth objects, including silver and gold pitchers and
a basin in the foreground. In the painting, Benjamin’s birth is complete,
and his mother slumps pale and listless against her lavish seat. The woman
on the far left holds the baby, of whom only the head is visible. Another
maidservant in the background carries refreshments to the mother. The
final maidservant, presumably the midwife, is positioned directly in the
center of the work. The curve of her arm directs the viewer’s attention to
Rachel’s abdomen, where the midwife appears to tighten her bodice. This
bodice-tightening, however, is in actuality a reference to C-sections.
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The Scandal of C-Sections
The Birth of Benjamin and the Death of Rachel is unique in referencing
C-section outside of medical textbooks. Previous images of C-sections
were infrequent and usually were woodcuts for medical texts available to
an exclusively male audience. Here, Furini brings the image of a C-section
into a painting accessible to men and women. To make his subject appropriate for a non-medical context, Furini disguises the C-section. While
the midwife in the painting is undoubtedly sewing up fabric on Rachel’s
abdomen, the bodice lacing is also reminiscent of a C-section. At the
time, C-sections consisted of an incision made on a patient’s abdomen
from pubis to umbilicus. Prior to the eighteenth century, this incision
was made on the right side of the patient’s body. The location of Rachel’s
lacing is in the same place—laterally to her right, on the lower half of
her abdomen—and the sharpness of the midwife’s instruments suggests
surgical precision. The curving white line of Rachel’s clothing matches the
incisions of C-section depictions, both having a narrow top that widens
toward the bottom (Fig. 1). Rachel’s bodice lacing clearly references a
C-section, a controversial and cutting-edge topic of the time.
Besides merely containing a unique medical reference, Furini’s The
Birth of Benjamin and the Death of Rachel is unique in overall subject matter. While birth scenes of the Virgin and of Christ were fairly common
at the time, Rachel as a biblical subject was relatively unexplored, and
scenes of Rachel usually focused on her meeting Jacob rather than later
parts of her story. Here, Furini makes Rachel the heroine of her own story
by focusing on her rather than her husband or son. Furini’s composition
is additionally unique in that it combines elements from two different art
genres. The painting mixes the tradition of medical illustrations intended
for men with the older visual tradition of Italian Renaissance birth art
intended for women. Birth art usually showed the mother sitting or lying
down while female servants attended to the newborn baby or brought
refreshments. Similarly, Furini’s painting depicts a number of female
maidservants, who attend to Rachel and Benjamin. By incorporating
imagery from two different types of art, Furini made the surgical subject of C-sections relatable and accessible to a more widespread audience
which included women. The seventeenth century marked the beginning
of childbirth as a science, as men became more involved in a process
that had traditionally been considered women’s work. Previously, female
attendants had been the norm, with male doctors coming only to the difficult births of the wealthy. However, the beginnings of the Reformation
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cal and anatomical studies, including studies by men into the process of
birth and subsequent publications regarding childbirth.
As science developed and men studied and published on childbirth,
C-sections began to be more seriously considered. Previously, C-sections
had been considered a death sentence and were typically only performed
on dead women to remove fetuses for baptism and likely burial; performing the incision on dead women was permissible only to prevent the
baby’s spiritual damnation. C-sections on living women were generally
unacceptable for fear of unnecessarily killing the mother. Therefore, the
first authenticated C-section in which both mother and child survived
was performed in 1540, but its success remained largely unreplicated until
the nineteenth century. In 1581, French physician François Rousset was
one of the first to advocate for the use of C-sections on living women. In
1596, Italian surgeon Scipione Mercurio also wrote in favor of performing
C-sections on living women. Despite basing his work on Rousset, Mercurio’s works were significantly better spread throughout all Europe, particularly Italy, and his text popularized the issue. Mercurio’s work opened up
a large debate in the field of childbirth: whether or not it was appropriate
or even plausible to attempt C-sections on living women. While some
doctors at the time followed Mercurio and began performing C-sections
on the living, many remained opposed. The issue of performing C-sections on the living therefore became a newly-explored yet controversial
topic in seventeenth-century medical academia.
By including a reference to a C-section in The Birth of Benjamin and the
Death of Rachel, Furini therefore entered a controversial medical and societal
debate. Furini’s work reflects the arguments of Mercurio, which were wellspread. Furini likely was personally exposed to Mercurio’s publications, since
historians believe he made a trip to Venice, where Mercurio’s work was published in 1596, prior to 1629. Beyond just building on the ideas of his fellow
countryman, Furini’s choice of subject was a reflection of the overall societal
trend in childbirth work, as he was a man depicting a previously female-exclusive realm. Although he reflected the scientific progress of the time, Furini
contradicted the traditions and superstitions of the past to advocate for modern science. Overall, Furini’s choice of topic reflected the changing nature of
the childbirth world, as well as the drama and controversy surrounding it.

Tragedy in Childbirth
Furini’s painting acknowledges the potential mortality of C-sections,
thereby validating the concerns of those opposed to the surgical procedure,
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by creating a feeling of tragedy and grief in the figures. The fearful atmosphere is exacerbated by the viewer’s knowledge of Rachel’s impending
death in the biblical storyline. There is a sense of uneasiness in the way
that none of the figures meet each other’s eyes. None of them even appear
to look at the baby, who arguably should be the central figure of his own
birth. The figures instead appear distraught, and the central midwife figure even cries. The arrangement of the figures, particularly the strange
contortion of the midwife, also adds to the sense that something is awry.
This would have been particularly evident to seventeenth-century viewers
because a man was included in the painting. Men were never shown in
birth-scene art, and a man attending a birth was unusual and undesirable.
Generally, the husband of the laboring woman would only be present
if the woman had become so weakened that he had to hold her up—or
if he had to hold her down so that a C-section could be performed. For
seventeenth-century viewers, the presence of the husband in the painting
just behind Rachel therefore indicated that the labor was not going well.
While they would presumably have been able to deduce this from Rachel’s
deathly white skin, her lifeless posture, and the midwife’s grief, the visual
inclusion of the husband adds to the atmosphere of uncertainty .
The atmosphere of fear that Furini created would not have been foreign
in connection with childbirth. Women of the seventeenth century were
terrified of giving birth for good reason: death in childbirth was incredibly common. Approximately 1.5 percent of births in the 1600s ended in
the mother’s death, and most women had many children, multiplying the
chance that a woman would die in childbirth. By specifically choosing
to reference a C-section, Furini addresses a context of childbirth-related
superstition. C-sections were considered to unnaturally upset the balance
of life and death. When the child did survive the C-section, he or she
was haunted by the reputation of being a C-section birth; such children
were considered “non-born,” and many families preferred that an unborn
child be left in the womb than that the mother’s corpse be mutilated
trying to bring it out. Here, Furini creates an atmosphere of emotional
pain and anguish to acknowledge the real concerns of his viewers and
acknowledges the legitimate argument against C-sections amid earthly
pain, emotions, and superstitions.

Ultimate Triumph Through Motherhood
Despite acknowledging the realities of maternal mortality, The Birth of
Benjamin and the Death of Rachel connects the idea of triumph to C-sections
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to argue that C-sections should be performed on living women. The first
indication that Benjamin’s birth was ultimately a success is in the use of
Renaissance imagery-style birth objects in the foreground of the painting.
These objects, which were used as material comforts or rewards for the
mother at the completion of a successful birth, would have comforted
female viewers of the painting. Common superstition of the time even
held that birth objects helped mitigate disaster and make the final outcome of the birth more secure. By including these objects, Furini created
a sense of comfort for the female viewers, and the objects’ presence would
have suggested to Furini’s viewers that the ultimate outcome of Rachel’s
C-section and delivery was success.
Furini further conveys the idea of triumph in his work by referencing
Raphael’s Triumph of Galatea (Fig. 3) in the figure of the midwife. Both
Furini’s midwife and Raphael’s Galatea extend their right arms across
their bodies and look away, and the narratives of Rachel and Galatea
share strong similarities. In Raphael’s fresco, the nymph Galatea flees
from the giant Polyphemus, who has just killed her lover Acis. In Furini’s
piece, the midwife represents Galatea, and Rachel represents Acis. Both
the figure of Galatea and the figure of the midwife are experiencing grief
over the loss of a loved one. In Galatea’s story, however, Acis is turned
into a river, thus obtaining immortality through his watery death. By referencing Galatea’s story, Furini therefore creates a connection to C-sections: the women involved in C-section births might die by water—the
amniotic fluids released when the womb was cut open—but they would
achieve immortality through their death. Furini’s reference to the story of
Galatea therefore acknowledges the tragic reality of death and grief but
emphasizes new life through death. By connecting these ideas to C-sections, Furini made the point that C-sections had the potential to result in
immediate mortal death, but they would end in ultimate eternal triumph.
Furini’s reference to Raphael’s fresco allowed him to connect C-sections with the idea of ultimate triumph; Furini makes a similar point
in referencing his own Hylas and the Nymphs (Fig. 4), which was painted
shortly before The Birth of Benjamin and the Death of Rachel. The viewer
can see Hylas and the Nymphs portrayed in the silver birth basin in the
foreground of The Birth of Benjamin. The carvings on the silver exactly reference the composition of the earlier painting. In the story of Hylas and
the nymphs, Hylas becomes divine through his death by water. Similarly,
in The Birth of Benjamin, Rachel has died via the waters of birth; Furini’s
reference to Hylas therefore implies that Rachel too will become divine.
Although she passes from the reach of those who loved her in the mortal
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realm, Rachel becomes a divine figure, and the story of Rachel in the
Bible indicates eventual triumph even through mortal grief.
Furini picked the unique subject of Rachel to indicate the possibility
of ultimate triumph through the sorrow of death in childbirth. In Genesis 35:16–20, Rachel gives birth to Benjamin and names him Ben-oni, a
Hebrew name indicating sorrow. This first name of Benjamin fits into
the initial feeling of grief in Furini’s piece. However, after Rachel’s death,
Jacob renames his son Benjamin, which is translated in the KJV to mean
“son at the right hand.” This name change in the biblical text indicates
that Rachel’s death was ultimately a triumph. Although she herself died,
she bore a son who would become the head of one of the twelve tribes of
Israel. Ultimately, Rachel brought a son into the world, a triumph that
transcended the tragedy of her death.
Rachel’s story does not end with Benjamin’s birth and her death.
Rachel is mentioned twice again in the Bible—in Jeremiah and in Matthew. In both instances, Rachel mourns for the fate of the Jewish exiles—
an image of grief and sorrow. However, the very mention of Rachel indicates that she attained immortality. Although her story included death
and grief, Rachel lived beyond death. She could advocate for the Jews due
to her triumph in childbirth. The ultimate sign of Rachel’s triumph in
Furini’s painting is the presence of baby Benjamin in the piece. Although
the drama of Rachel’s death may initially cause viewers to overlook Benjamin, his presence indicates the quiet triumph of Rachel’s childbirth.
Despite her death, she fulfilled her purpose as a biblical matriarch by
bearing a living son who would become an important biblical figure; her
story suggests that she, too, would live on in the ultimate triumph of
resurrection.

Conclusion
Using themes of ultimate triumph, Furini’s The Birth of Benjamin and the
Death of Rachel argues in favor of C-sections in seventeenth-century Italy.
His painting suggests the centrality of maternity to seventeenth-century
society while also indicating some of the major medical changes that
impacted women of the time. The painting’s use of drama and emotion
emphasizes the tragedy of death in childbirth, validating the fears of
those opposed to C-sections. Furini therefore used triumphal maternity
to create a subtle yet strong argument in favor of C-sections even while
working in a culture dominated by fear and superstition. Furini’s work,
with its explorations of triumph and tragedy, acts as a reflection of the
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emotional backdrop to childbirth which is relatable even today. As mothers continue to make decisions about C-section and birth, they are faced
with the same conflict between triumph and tragedy that Furini depicts.
Furini’s message of the struggle of life against the harsh reality of death
is timeless, and his painting offers the hope of triumph in the face of
difficult odds.

11 3 | A W O M A N ' S E X P E R I E N C E

Figure 1: Francesco Furini. The Birth of Benjamin and the Death of Rachel. 1632.

Close-up on Figure 1
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Close-up on Figure 1

Figure 2: Caesarean Birth. 1506.
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Figure 3: Raphael. Triumph of Galatea. 1514.

Figure 4: Francesco Furini. Hylas and the Nymphs. 1630.
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